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Resource allocation and student performance improvements 
in 12 districts in the Southwest region 



I. Problem statement and theoretical framework 

In a time of rising expectations, increased accountability, and a more global and competitive 
economy, everyone wants to know how to guarantee student success. This question is of great 
importance for every child in America and for his or her future, as well as for the nation as a 
whole. Teachers, parents, administrators, school boards, policymakers and researchers are all 
stakeholders in ensuring student success. Across the country, more than $324 billion is spent 
annually on educating America’s children, and education is often the biggest single line item in 
state budgets. But the relationship between resources and student performance is still not well 
understood, despite decades of research. People at all levels of the educational system are still 
asking how to best support student achievement through the effective and efficient use of 
resources. 

One important question concerns whether resources or demographic factors (such as family 
background or socio-economic status) are the stronger determinants of student success. Scholars 
disagree about the strength of the relationship between resources and achievement. Some 
researchers have found no association or only a weak association between school resources and 
student performance (Coleman et al., 1966). Coleman and colleagues (1966) instead pointed to 
the importance of family background as a significant predictor of student achievement. Other 
researchers have found consistent and positive relationships between resources and performance 
(Hedges, Laine, & Greenwald, 1 994). 

Another question concerns whether increased funding will automatically produce improvements 
in student achievement. Some argue that the tremendous increases in funding for education over 
the last 40 years have not been accompanied by corresponding improvements in student 
achievement (Hanushek, 1994; Odden & Busch, 1998). Recent adequacy studies and production 
function studies have explored the question of exactly how much is needed to produce desired 
educational outcomes. Again, demographic factors are of great importance, and the debate is 
ongoing as to how much more is needed for educating children from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

What is clear is that further increases in funding are not on the horizon in many states. With 
rising expectations and increased accountability, the challenge for schools and districts then 
becomes how to best support student success with resources at current levels since requests for 
more money are likely to go unanswered. 

One approach is the more deliberate allocation and reallocation of fiscal and human resources. 
Historically, school districts have been very consistent in their resource allocation strategies 
(Miles & Darling-Hammond, 1998). During increases in state aid or property taxes, districts tend 
to spend new operating funds for lowering class sizes and updating teacher compensation (Picus 
&. Fazal, 1995). Increases in program (or categorical) funds are generally used by districts to 
invest in new technology, teacher aides, and professional development. Research on states 
implementing accountability reforms has explored resource allocation in terms of expenditures 
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for instruction, instructional support services, and school and district administration (Hannaway, 
McKay, & Nakib, 2002). Ideas about best practices in education are emerging, but people at all 
levels of the system still want to know exactly what works and where to invest their resources. 

In the process of making decisions or policies about resource allocation, one approach is to 
examine schools and districts with demonstrated student success, the assumption being that they 
are allocating their resources in effective and efficient ways. Policymakers are looking toward 
research for guidance in how to best support student achievement. State funding and policy play 
important roles in education, greatly affecting school and district spending, and an important 
focus becomes how research can contribute to the policymaking process. 

II. Methodology 

This policy research study examined resource allocation practices in 12 school districts in the 
Southwest region that have shown improvements in student achievement over time. The study 
examined district-level patterns of resource allocation, the decision-making structures that guide 
spending as well as barriers and challenges. In order to gain an in-depth understanding of the 
relationship between resource allocation and student performance, researchers used existing 
national data sets and also gathered data from interviews, focus groups, and surveys. 

Participants . Three districts were selected in each of four Southwestern states (Arkansas, 
Louisiana, New Mexico, and Texas). The 12 districts were selected on the basis of consistent 
improvements in student performance over time, not on the basis of consistently high student 
performance. In order to increase the generalizability of the findings from the improvement 
districts, the 12 districts were selected to be representative of districts in their states in terms of 
demographic characteristics, including district size, urbanicity, and poverty level, as well as the 
racial/ethnic background of the student population. 

Quantitative Data Sources . The study included a quantitative description of the resource 
allocation practices of thel2 improvement districts using existing national databases with data on 
school district finances and staffing patterns. Researchers collected five years of fiscal and 
staffing data from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). Fiscal data from the 
“Annual Survey of Local Government Finances: School Systems” were collected from 1994-95 
to 1998-99. The fiscal data included revenues by source and current expenditures by fimction 
and object. The revenue sources included federal, state, and local sources of revenue, and were 
analyzed as per pupil revenues and as shares of total revenue. The expenditure functions 
included instruction, support services, and non-instructional services, and the objects included 
salaries, employee benefits, and other objects. The expenditures data were analyzed as per pupil 
expenditures and as shares of current expenditures. The fiscal data were adjusted for inflation 
using the “Consumer Price Index - All Urban Consumers” or CPI-U from 1997. 

Staffing data were collected from the NCES Common Core of Data from the “Local Education 
Agency (School District) Universe Survey” from 1995-96 to 1999-2000. The staffing data 
included the number of staff members in each of several categories. Teaching staff was analyzed 
as the number of teachers per 1000 students. Administrative staff included district administrators. 
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district administrative support, school administrators, and school administrative support, and was 
analyzed as the number of administrative staff per 1000 students. 

Quantitative Data Analysis . The fiscal and staffing data were used to describe the resource 
allocation patterns of the 12 improvement districts. Patterns in the following variables were 
examined: Teachers per 1000 students, administrative staff members per 1000 students, revenue 
per pupil in each of the revenue categories, revenue in each category as a share of total revenue, 
expenditures per pupil in each of the expenditure categories, and expenditures in each category 
as a share of total current expenditures. The percent changes from the first to last year were also 
examined for each of these variables. 

In addition to descriptions of the staffing and fiscal practices of the improvement districts, 
comparisons were also made of each of the 12 districts to groups of districts of similar size 
within their respective state. Each improvement district was compared individually to a group of 
comparison districts. The comparison districts were selected on the basis of size by ranking all 
the districts within each state by their 1999-2000 membership, and selecting the six districts 
immediately above and below each improvement district. The improvement district itself was 
also included in the comparison group, thus each comparison group consisted of 13 districts. (In 
three instances, the comparison groups consisted of fewer than 13 districts due to a limited 
number of comparable districts of the same size. However, no comparison group was smaller 
than five districts.) 

Qualitative Data Sources and Collection Procedures . To gain an in-depth understanding of 
resource allocation practices, researchers also collected qualitative data at the 12 improvement 
districts. Researchers used two data collection strategies: individual interviews and focus groups. 

Researchers conducted individual interviews with four to seven key district- and school-level 
decision-making personnel in each district. Interview data allowed researchers to understand how 
the 12 improvement school districts allocated their financial resources, what effective allocation 
practices they implemented, and what allocation challenges and barriers they faced. Interview 
subjects were identified based on their knowledge and expertise in district and school finance 
issues and their role in the resource allocation decision-making process. Participants included 
superintendents, directors of instruction, chief financial officers, personnel directors, principals, 
and other district and/or school personnel. 

Researchers developed a structoed interview protocol with closed and open-ended questions 
centered on three research questions in order to gain individual perspectives on resource 
allocation practices in the 12 improvement districts. 

1 . How do “improvement school districts” allocate their financial resources? 

2. What allocation practices have improvement school districts implemented that they 
identify as effective? 

3. What barriers and challenges have improvement school districts faced in resource 
allocation and reallocation? 

Researchers piloted the instruments with a district in the region that was not part of the study 
sample. Interviews at each district site were conducted by at least two researchers. Each 
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interview was tape-recorded and interviewers wrote supporting notes. Additionally, the 
researchers recorded a site summary upon the completion of interviews at each site to capture 
major findings. Interview tapes were transcribed to provide a literal account of the interview 
dialogue. 

The purpose of the focus groups was to capture interactive dialogue on resource allocation 
practices through the lens of school administration and broaden the size and scope of information 
available from the improvement district sample. Trained researchers conducted one focus group 
in each of the four states in the study. Each focus group was limited to no more than eight 
principals or other key school decision-making personnel. Focus group facilitators encouraged 
participants to exchange strategies and challenges for supporting improved performance through 
allocation practices. 

Researchers developed a focus group protocol containing six questions focusing on innovative 
and effective practices and barriers and challenges relating to resource allocation. The instrument 
included open-ended questions constructed to allow participants to respond without limitation, 
yet provide clarity and focus on the desired topic. Representatives of the intended audience who 
were not part of the study reviewed the instrument. Two members of the research team 
conducted each focus group, allowing one person to facilitate the discussion and the other to take 
field notes and observe. Researchers tape-recorded the group session and audiotapes were 
transcribed to provide a literal account of the focus group dialogue. 

Qualitative Data Analysis . Qualitative data from individual interviews and focus group sessions 
were reviewed, categorized, and analyzed using qualitative methods, as recommended by Miles 
and Huberman (1994). Interview and focus group transcripts were analyzed first using open 
coding in order to identify relevant themes. Three areas of thematic categories were identified, 
including: innovative resource allocation practices, general practices found effective or directly 
related to student achievement growth, and barriers and challenges in allocation practices. With 
the aid of qualitative software, researchers performed thematic coding of all transcripts. After 
thematic coding was completed, researchers organized results using the three research questions 
as organizing guides. Researchers again examined the data to identify themes and patterns within 
states and across all districts. Results were cross-referenced with quantitative data and with 
results from a survey of teachers in the 12 improvement districts in order to triangulate findings. 
To address inter-rater reliability, two researchers coded these data and at least one interviewer 
who performed the interview or focus group reviewed the coding results. 

III. Results 

Results from the Quantitative Data . Several comparisons between the 12 improvement districts 
and groups of comparison districts yielded interesting results regarding fiscal and human 
resource allocation. The staffing comparisons showed that a majority of the 12 improvement 
districts employed more teachers per 1 000 students, and also increased the number of teachers 
from 1995-96 to 1999-00 more than comparison districts. Further, the revenue comparisons 
showed that a majority of the 12 districts generally received less revenue per pupil than 
comparison districts (a pattern that was most significant for local revenue). However, at the same 
time, a majority of the districts increased their revenues more than comparison districts in the 
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five-year period between 1994-95 and 1998-99, showing faster growth in resources than the 
comparison districts. 

The comparisons of per pupil expenditures showed that a majority of the 12 districts spent more 
per pupil than comparison districts in the categories of total current expenditures, core 
expenditures, instruction, student support, instructional staff support, and other support (central 
and business support services). From 1994-95 to 1998-99, a majority of the districts also 
increased their per pupil expenditures in the categories of core expenditures and other support 
more than comparison districts. Core expenditures include expenditures for instruction, student 
support, and instructional staff support. The expenditure comparisons showed that the 12 districts 
spent more per pupil than comparison districts both in total core expenditures and in each of the 
three components of core expenditures. This suggests that the 12 districts spent more per pupil 
than comparison districts on instruction and instruction-related functions, as well as on total 
current expenditures and other support. Contrasting this, a majority of the 12 districts increased 
their per pupil expenditures for non-instructional services less than comparison districts over the 
five years. This category includes food services, enterprise operations, and other non- 
instructional services. 

The comparisons of expenditure shares did not show any consistent patterns in how the 12 
districts were different from the comparison districts. Often, the expenditure shares of the 12 
districts were simply not different from those of the comparison districts. To sum up, the fiscal 
comparisons showed that the 12 improvement districts were different from comparison districts 
only in terms of per pupil expenditures, and not in terms of expenditure shares. This suggests that 
the level of expenditures was more important than the pattern of expenditures in these school 
districts. 

Results from the Qualitative Data . As discussed above, the 12 improvement districts showed 
differences in revenues, expenditures and staffing when compared to like districts in their states. 
Also, the analysis of per pupil spending showed that the 12 improvement districts spent more on 
instruction and instruction-related functions, possibly indicating allocation priorities in those 
areas. Qualitative data provided further insight on the fiscal and staffing strategies of 
improvement districts and shed greater light on how successful districts allocate those resources. 

District and campus administrators at the 12 improvement districts provided information about 
strategies and processes that supported effective resource allocation decisions. The 12 
improvement districts demonstrated a mix of budgeting strategies, decision making structures, 
and leadership styles that, while distinct for each district, shared qualities that appeared to 
promote an effective allocation of resources. A common thread that became evident through the 
analysis of qualitative data is that the 12 improvement districts maintained a strong focus on 
instructional priorities in allocating resources. In addition, qualitative findings on staffing 
patterns and priorities support and expand the finding that the 12 improvement districts 
employed more teachers per 1 ,000 students than comparison districts. 

Budgeting strategies in the 12 improvement districts can be generally characterized as needs- 
based and collaborative either among district administrators or between district and campus staff. 
Most districts prioritized flexibility in spending and timely accounting that allowed better 
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implementation of needs-based budgeting. Other successful fiscal strategies included prioritizing 
spending towards specific goals and site-based budgeting. Many of the 12 improvement districts 
were very active in grant-seeking, and interviews revealed evidence of both district and campus 
personnel soliciting supplemental funds through private and public sources. 

Decision making strategies that were identified by interviewees as effective in allocating 
resources included evaluation and the use of data, collaboration, and a focus on clear goals and 
priorities. Nearly all of the 12 improvement districts described formal or informal ways that they 
have used evaluation, with an emphasis on collecting and examining student test data, to help 
direct the allocation of resources. The 12 improvement districts also relied on collaborative 
decision making to plan and allocate resources. Collaboration was used to plan budgets, decide . 
on new instructional programs, adopt new textbooks and materials, and set school and district 
goals and expectations of students. Collaborative partners included representatives from district 
and school administration, parents and community, other school districts, and regional service 
centers. A number of the 12 improvement districts emphasized the importance of setting clear 
goals and priorities that in turn guided resource allocation. Interview results further revealed that 
the interviewees most often identified instructional goals and priorities as those that most 
strongly guided resource allocation, confirming qualitative results showing higher spending in 
instruction and instruction-related functions. 

Leadership was another factor that supported effective allocation of resources in the 12 
improvement districts. Nearly all of the 12 improvement districts benefited from stable and 
effective leadership. More than half had strong, stable superintendents and other districts 
benefited from the instructional and organizational leadership of a core group of administrators 
and/or principals. A common leadership strategy that district and school leaders found effective 
was a shared leadership approach in which a sense of ownership and greater responsibility for 
change was instilled in all staff. Coherent and consistent leadership by school and district 
administrators further supported the needs-based budgeting strategy utilized by many of the 12 
improvement districts. Not only were goals clearly communicated, but also activities and 
initiatives that support those goals were consistently rewarded and supported through resource 
allocation. 

Staffing practices that were analyzed using quantitative data from the NCES Common Core of 
Data revealed that the 12 improvement districts employed more teachers than comparable 
districts in their state. This finding is supported by district administrator interviews that revealed 
a strong emphasis on teacher recruitment and retention efforts. In an era of teacher shortages, the 
12 improvement districts directed significant resources to building capacity of existing staff, 
increasing the number of certified teachers, limiting the use of paraprofessionals, and offering 
compensation incentives to attract and retain teachers. While interview results did not reveal that 
administrators made large increases in the number of teachers over the study period, the ability 
of the 12 improvement districts to retain teachers and to increase the number of certified teachers 
while limiting the use of paraprofessionals supports the findings from NCES data. 

Qualitative findings on staffing priorities further confirm quantitative results that show the 12 
improvement districts spent more on instruction and instruction-related activities. Most of the 12 
improvement districts allocated and reallocated staff with a clear goal of enhancing instructional 
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leadership and increasing teacher quality. Staff changes, for the most part, directly supported 
district instructional goals of improving performance in literacy and math. New positions at 
schools were created such as subject area specialists, master teachers, or mentor teachers. These 
teachers, often selected from the existing teaching staff, were assigned to teach specific content 
or provide guidance to other teachers on successful teaching strategies. District-wide positions 
were created to address the instructional needs in key subject areas (math, literacy, science) or 
grade levels, support the use of technology, and coordinate parent involvement or community 
services. 

rV. Conclusions 

The quantitative and qualitative findings of this study regarding the resource allocation practices 
of 12 successful districts revealed a number of similar practices that could be beneficial for 
districts seeking to improve student performance. The study also has a number of implications 
for local and state decision makers as they work to improve student success. 

• Reallocation of existing resources is possible and may be of paramount importance to 
funding schools in an era of declining revenues. The 12 improvement districts were 
able to make sustained improvements in student performance without having 
substantially more resources than comparable districts. Their strategies for effectively 
spending available funds more efficiently based on data-driven allocation decisions 
should be communicated to other districts. 

• Recognizing that the improvement districts reported engaging in active grant-seeking 
(which could perhaps in part have contributed to their increased revenues) schools, 
districts and states may need to move beyond the traditional federal, state, and local 
education dollars and consider potential sources of additional funding for education. 

• If resources are to be allocated with the goal of increasing student achievement, 
districts should focus attention and resources on instructional activities. Increased 
spending on instructional activities may mean spending less in other areas, however, 
as the 12 improvement districts attest, clear and focused priorities on instructional 
activities are essential to affect student performance gains. 

• Recognizing that the improvement districts in the sample had greater numbers and 
larger increases of teachers per 1000 pupils, districts and schools can focus attention 
on recruitment and retention efforts, salary and incentive structures, and staff support 
systems so that they can fully staff and support their classrooms. The improvement 
districts effectively used such strategies to ensure having a highly qualified staff. 

• Effective and efficient allocation of resources to support student success is best 
supported by an equally effective and efficient system of management and decision 
making. Budgeting strategies, decision making structures, leadership styles, and 
staffing patterns that state and district policymakers promote based the organizational 
needs of their schools and districts, can have a profound effect on their capacity to 
allocate resources in fluctuating fiscal and educational environments. 

This study benefits education administrators, practitioners, policymakers, and researchers in 
addressing the link between resource allocation and student performance. The results help further 



the dialogue on how spending impacts student success, and validates the understanding that 
using a systemic approach to resource allocation will best serve the success of students. 
Specifically, incorporating perspectives from school districts that have made performance 
improvements provides insights on successful resource allocation. Further, the study’s focus on 
district and school resource allocation practices provides a regional perspective pursued in 
relatively few studies on resource allocation. 
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